Role of chemotherapy in the palliation of gastrointestinal malignancies.
In 1994, more than 200,000 patients in the United States were diagnosed with colon, gastric, or pancreatic cancer. Over half of these patients eventually will have recurrent, incurable disease and require palliative therapy. Although chemotherapy has no role in the primary treatment of most gastrointestinal cancers, and only a limited role as a form of adjuvant treatment in colon cancer, it is sometimes the only systemic treatment available for palliation. Effective chemotherapeutic agents for gastrointestinal cancers are few, and after more than three decades of research, 5-fluorouracil remains one of the few useful agents. This article reviews the role of chemotherapy in palliative therapy for the common gastrointestinal cancers. Discussion also includes recent advances in modulating 5-fluorouracil activity and the many attempts to study newer agents.